Easter 2010
Deana Stephens Baptized!

It is truly a privilege to baptize people as they make public professions of faith in Christ.  I love the picture of baptism: of dying with Christ and rising with him to new life.  I want you to remember that baptism today as we will come back to it in a little bit.  First, though, we are going to change the subject.  

When I was younger and had a lawn care business I very nearly lost a customer over a silly mistake.  The man I worked for was on dialysis and had nearly died several times.  Spring through Fall I had regular contact with all my customers but often did not hear from any of them during the winter.  When spring came, they would start calling me to resume yard work for them.  This one particular man, however, didn’t call.  I told my dad one day that I was going to go out and see him but my Dad informed me that this man had died and so I didn’t.  Well, a month or so later the man called me!  It turns out that he had been very sick but had NOT died and was wondering where I was.  


While it was embarrassing to realize that I thought someone was dead who wasn’t, it was at least understandable.  On the other hand, to say that someone is alive who is clearly dead is just foolish.  How often does Elvis turn up alive in the tabloids? Even Jesus was laughed at when, in the gospels, he came to the home of a dead girl and told people to stop mourning because she was only sleeping.  They knew what dead was and that poor girl was dead!  What was Jesus thinking?  

Today is Easter and it is important for us to be sure of some things as we celebrate.  Friday we celebrated the fact that Jesus died on a cross.  Was he really dead?  Today we celebrate the fact that Jesus is alive!  Are we foolishly hoping for Elvis to return?  Let’s consider these things together.

First is Jesus’ death.  Jesus was crucified.  Crucifixion was not something anyone survived.  It was intended to be a long and torturous death, but death was the end.  When Jesus was crucified it was AFTER being flogged which was a process that likely removed large chunks of flesh from his back and sides.  Jesus was already losing considerable blood and was in pain before he ever was placed on the cross.  When he was actually crucified, Jesus had to lift himself up to breath and then lower himself, further scraping his back on the cross and keeping the bleeding going.  He was in serious condition before going on the cross and then, on the cross, he did not last as long as the two criminals he was crucified with.  Consider what is recorded in the book of John.


John 19:31-35 – Now it was the day of Preparation and the next day was to be a special Sabbath.  Because the Jews did not want the bodies left on the crosses during the Sabbath they asked Pilate to have the legs broken and the bodies taken down.  The soldiers therefore came and broke the legs of the first man who had been crucified with Jesus, and then those of the other.  But when they came to Jesus and found that he was already dead, they did not break his legs.  Instead, one of the soldiers pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water.  The man who saw it has given testimony, and his testimony is true.  He knows that he tells the truth and he testifies so that you also may believe.  


  Here we have Jesus declared dead on the cross.  The soldiers were experienced at this sort of thing and knew when someone was dead and when someone wasn’t.  They were surprised, however, at how quickly Jesus had died and so they stabbed him to be safe.  It is doubtful that even if Jesus was alive at that moment and treated with modern medicine that he could have survived.  Remember also, Jesus was not taken off of the cross the moment he was stabbed but remained up there until friends came for him.  Back to the events, Jesus was stabbed and this was witnessed by someone willing to testify about it.  This was not a hidden thing but was done out in public.  When we read on in the gospels we find that Joseph of Arimathea appealed for Jesus’ body to bury it and was granted permission.  He, along with Nicodemus and some women who followed Jesus came and buried Jesus in a stone tomb.  These were people desperate for Jesus to be alive and, yet, they buried him as dead and went to mourn.  Jesus truly did die.  There was no doubt about it by the soldiers on the scene, Jesus’ friends who buried him, or the Jewish leadership who would place a guard at the tomb to prevent the body from being stolen.  There was no trick this day.  Jesus truly did die.

This brings us to the resurrection.  


John 20:1-2 – Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.  So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him.”


Matthew 28:11-13 – While the women were on their way, some of the guards went into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened.  When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, telling them, “You are to say, ‘His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.’”

Jesus was dead and buried.  The tomb was sealed and guards were posted.  When the women went to the tomb the stone was moved and the guards were gone.  Mary was shocked to see that Jesus was no longer in the tomb!  Her first thought was that the religious authorities had stolen his body!  According to Matthew, the religious authorities circulated a rumor that the disciples had stolen the body.  Each side blamed the other for Jesus’ body being gone.  One wanted Jesus alive and the other wanted him dead and neither would take credit for taking the body.  These two opposing sides agreed on one thing: Jesus body was gone from the sealed and guarded tomb because someone had stolen it.  

John 20:19-20 – On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!”  After he said this he showed them his hands and side.  The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.

The disciples were hiding from the Jews because their leader was dead.  When Jesus appeared he had to show them his side and hands to convince them it was him and then, once convinced, the disciples were overjoyed!  Jesus truly was alive!  


Over the next weeks Jesus would show himself repeatedly to different people.  He showed himself to Thomas who said he wouldn’t believe until he saw with his own eyes.  He ate with people and allowed them to touch him.  He showed them that he was physically alive.  He appeared often to people.  Paul records this testimony:


1 Corinthians 15:3-8 – For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.  After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep.  Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all, he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.


Over five hundred people were willing to testify that Jesus was alive.  Many of these people faced torture, imprisonment, and even death for their testimony.  They lost homes and lands and had to flee from their home city to maintain this testimony; but they did.  People don’t do those things for a lie.  They don’t do it if they are uncertain.  Jesus truly is alive!  

There is no mistake or trick here.  Jesus truly was killed and he truly did rise from the dead.  So, some may wonder where he went.  Lazarus was raised from the dead, but he then died later.  What about Jesus?  


Acts 1:9-11 – After (Jesus) said this, he was taken up before their very eyes and a cloud hid him from their sight.  They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.  “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky?  This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”  


At the end of the book of Revelation Jesus himself speaks to the apostle John.


Revelation 22:12-13 – Behold, I am coming soon!  My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he ahs done.  I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.


Time and again in the New Testament we are told that Jesus will return.  Jesus did not stay dead but truly was raised back to life.  The only reason we don’t see him now is that he was taken up, alive and in bodily form, into heaven to sit at God’s right hand until he returns.  There is no trick or conspiracy here – Jesus is alive!  The death and resurrection of Jesus are historical events that were witnessed and verified by many people.  On Easter we celebrate a historical reality!


Consider these facts: Did you know that the Buddhist Sutras which were originally written in Sanskrit were first translated into Chinese about 780 AD?  Would it surprise you to learn that a Christian scholar and bishop, Bishop Adam, did most of the translating?  

I think these facts are interesting.  They certainly surprised me when I first learned them.  However, these facts are more historical oddities than something that has much affect on us.  You could live your whole life without knowing these facts and not be missing anything.  

When we come to Easter, are you convinced we are celebrating historical realities?  I hope you will accept the testimony of people who died to tell us that Jesus rose from the dead.  However, if you accept that testimony, have you found merely a historical oddity like the story about Bishop Adam, or is there some reason to celebrate today?  The baptism we witnessed earlier declares that the events we celebrate on Easter were much more than historical oddities!  Baptism reminds us that Jesus’ death and resurrection have relevance for all of us.

Whenever someone is baptized they declare that Jesus’ death and resurrection are immediately relevant.  In baptism a person physically displays the spiritual reality that Christ died for their personal sins and has given them new life.  


There are two ways to approach God today.  On the one hand, you can work very hard to be the most righteous person possible and hope that your good deeds outweigh your bad.  If you are a generally good person this can be an attractive option as you don’t have much work to do, at least in your own eyes.  Scripture tells a different story.


James 2:10 – Whoever keeps the whole law yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.


God’s standard is perfection.  To break even one of his laws is to fall into the category of “Lawbreaker.”  God also states over and over in the Bible that sin deserves death and so all of us deserve death in God’s eyes.  To think that you can work your way into a right relationship with God is like trying to convince a judge to let you off on killing someone because you gave millions to charity.  The judge will commend you for doing a good thing and then hand down the legal penalty for your crime.  We cannot pay for our sins with our good deeds.  All of us will fall short if we rely upon our own righteousness to approach God.

On the other hand, we have a gift.  We celebrate Easter today because Jesus died and rose again for a very specific reason.

2 Corinthians 5:21 – God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

Jesus’ death was for our sins.  He was killed in our place to take our punishment that we deserved.  We could not earn this and did not deserve this.  His resurrection that we celebrate today declares that his mission was accomplished.  He paid the price for our sins completely and survived.  He paid the price and rose again.  Now, through trust in him, we can have righteousness as a gift rather than as a matter of good works.  Rather than the burden of religion God holds out the hand of friendship with the gift of righteousness.  Will you accept it?

Do you believe that Jesus is alive today?  Do you believe that he died for your sins and rose again?  Are you willing to act on that belief today and treat Jesus as if he is alive?

If you have never done so, you can enter into this relationship today that is worth more than anything this world has to offer.  You can have the peace of forgiveness and the gift eternal life with God himself.  

Romans 10:9 – If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead you will be saved.


Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection are well worth celebrating today.  In them, God punished our sin and now holds out the offer of free forgiveness, a relationship with himself, and eternal life.  Jesus won our victory for us before we ever even thought to try.  When we confess Jesus as our Lord all of our sins are placed on him and all of his righteousness is placed on us making us righteous in God’s eyes.  This is what baptism declares.  This is why we celebrate.  Accept the reality and celebrate the victory today.  Celebrate that Jesus is alive and that you can have life also.  
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